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Learmng Styles 2

[n recent years, the importance of recognizing, the unigue characteristics of difterent
cultures has drawn increased attention, In fact, manay scholars have suggested that educators
must be especially concerned with understanding the implications ol cultural diversity in the
classroom  Specifically, cducztors are becoming increasingly aware that different cultural
groups may utilize ditferent cognitive styles in the classroom.  Moreover, in many instances.,
these styles may conflict with traditional learning environmenis. The result may bhe a
rejection of the students’ preferred cultural cognitive style in favor of established or
traditional copnitive styles. A ltearning environment which fails to recognize the unigue
characteristics of its stadents” learning preferences may also tail to provide a solid toundation
for educational success.  The primary purpose of this study s to Jefine and outline Atrican
American cognitive styles. 1t is my hope that this rescarch will assist educators in
recognizing diverse cognitive styles in the classcoom. [ also hope that this study will help
educators understand the roles differences in cognition play in the learning process.
According to Ramirez (1973), educational programs "which are not based on the unigue
learning styles of the people they serve do not provide culturally refevant learning
cavironments and are cutturally undemocratic” (p. 897). A better understanding, of the
influence of diverse cognitive styles in the scheime of learning could potentially aid educators
in tailoring teaching, styles w diverse student populations.

Understanding the pervasiveness of dilterent cognitive styles coutd be usetul in other
areas. For example, it has been my experience in the world of high school and
intercollegiate debate that very few African Americans participate in the activity.  High

school and college dehate involve a strong emphasis on research and logical analysis. Most

|
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students who are successtul in intercollegiate debate appear to wtilize a linear, structured,
logical, cognitive style.  Students whaose cognitive styles do nol match those utilized in high
sehoot and intercollegiate debate may 1ail to hecome involved or to succeed in the activity.
Understanding the role of cognitive styles could help those invelved with high school and
intercollegiate debate expand the activity to new populations.

Finally, 1 hope that the results of this project will contribute to the existing
communication studies of cognitive styles and serve as a foundation for future research in this
area. Research in the future should focus on, among other areas, the role of culture in
cognition as well as the cognitive prefrrences of groups other than African Americans. For
these reasons, it seems important to explore African American cognitive styles in the
classroom.  An ethnographic study ot a selected high school will provide insight inue the
larper world of classrooms and should yield signiticant information about the cognitive styles
utilized by African American students. The research guestions tor this study are outlined in
the tollowing section,

Research Questions

In accordance with the cthnographic method, | will enter the field with a general research
guestion. The initial directjon for this research is, "What are the preferred cognitive styles
evmployed by students in the classroom?™ Within this question, I will explor sub-guestions
reparding, preferences for particular subjects it high school, topics for speeches, as well as
perceptions of cultural identification.  After the initial observations and interviews have been
conducted with students, 1 anticipate narrowing the focus to African American cognitive

styles because this population is easily accessible.  In addition, several scholars have
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established the necd for additional research in this ared (Nance & Foeman, 1093; Perney,
1976; Shade, 1987; Shade & Edwards, 1987). The specific research guestion that T am
interested in is: "What are the proferred cognitive styles employed by African American
students in the classroom?”  In order to explore cognitive styles, interviews will be conducted
which examine the students’ perceptions ghout their thinking patterns.  These interviews, in
tarn. should reveal preferred cognitive styles.

African American cognitive styles have not received much attention from eth. . raphic
researchers. Most research centers on culture and communicative style. This study however,
in examining African American cognitive styles in the classroom. should prove to be
important in several ways.

Initially, Koester and Lustig (199 note that "post-secondary institutions are increasingly
making the recruitment and retention of non-Apglo U8, students a priority” (p. 250).
Educators in the future will be faced with increasingly multicultural student populations. To
the extent that all of these students might not think alike, research on cognitive style seems
important.  According to Frank (1984), the "usefulness of cognitive style research depends
greatly on ity potential te uncover specific processing ditferences hetween field-independent
and ficld-dependent students; such knowledge should help teachers develop classroom
strategics that capitalize on the characteristics of th difterent styles of students” (p. 669-67().
This study might suggest ways educators, at 21l levels. could facilitate more respunsive
learning environments by identifying differences in cognitive style.

Similarly. Guild and Garger (1985) characterize the importance of cognitive style

(W
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research in relation to multicultural education in the following terms:

Another goal of multicultural cducation is respect for differences smong people.

The study of style can contribute directly to this goal by emphasizing the unigque

strengths of each person.  As we seek to help every student and staft member recognize

that it is the very differences among people that bring strength t: our educational
institutions, this recognition will carry over attitudes toward society. The goals of

multicultural education and style go hand 10 hand. (p. 87)

This study may serve as a foundation for examining, the cognitive siyles of other proups in
society.  This should help educators better understand how diverse cognitive styles aflect
learning in the classroon,

In addition, this study may serve as an aid to those interested in competitive forensics and
debate. A discussion of preferred cognitive styles could stimalate ways of encouraging
greater participation in activities like dehate and forensics.  Also, this research should
reinforee the significance for the study and continued interest in African American cognitive
styles. '

Fimally. the approach taken in this study may help to reframe educators” perceptions of
at-risk populations.  In the past, students at-risk of academic failure have typically been
referred 1 as dysfunctional, learning disabled, mentally challenged, as weli as socially and
ceonomically disadvantaged.  In fact, many approaches to defining, identifying. and
responding o such populations are larpely hased on a medical or epidemiological model
This model posits that some studenis possess internal characteristics which place them at risk,
Often, at-riskness as compared to a discase that students may scquire and even transmit to

others. While this appraach has its advantapes, it ignores important variables in the

cducational process. "Since the problem is believed to be inherent in the student, then the
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search for the cause is limited to the characteristics of the students themselves.
Characteristics of our society and schosl are left unexamined” (Richardson, Casanova,
Placier, and Guilfoyle, 1989, p. 6). As a result, T seck to understand school and societal
factors that place students at-risk,
LITERATURE REVIEW

Mucr of the literatwre establishes the importance of recognizing the existence of diverse
cuttures amd cognitive styles as key elements in educational success. Specifically, African
Americans have gained the attention of many researchers interested in cognitive style,

Cognitive Style

In this section, 1 review a portion of the diverse hody of literature on cogmitive style that
springs trom a number of disciplines including anthropology. cultural anthropology.
psychulogy . copnitive psychology, and communication,  As the literature reviewed previously
indicates, many scholars have arpued that colture has a pervasive influence on the way people
behave and think. Much of the literature | reviewed indicates that cultuse intluences the
cognitive styles of individuals.  Goldstein and Blackman (1978) define cognitive style as a
“hypothetical construct that has been developed to explain the process of mediation between
stimuli and responses. The term cognitive style refers 1o the characteristic ways in which
individualy conceptually organize their environment” (p. 2). Shade (1982) claims that the
term cognitive style "represents a superordinate construct that accounts for individual
preferences in various cognitive. perceptual, and personality dimensions that infiuence
differences in information processing” (p. 226). Furthermore. Jonassen and Grabowski
(1993) argue that cognitive styles "reiiect the ways in which learners process information to

make sense out of their world. Cognitive styles are related to personality as well. The ways
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in which we interact with information is reflective of the ways in which we mteract with eich
uther through our personality” (p. 173). Those who examine cognitive styles from a cross-
cultural perspective are particularly interested in how culture mediates specilic cognitis e
processes.  Lieherman (1991) defines cognitive processes as the "universal cerehral means
employed to handle a specific task or problem at hand” (p. 226). The roxt section of this
thesis is devoted o a review of the literature concerning, diflerent theoretical approaches to
cognitive styles.
Apprugches to the Study of Cognitivn
As noted previously, there is a substanttal amount of literature from a number of different

academic disciplines regarding cognitive styles.  According to Shade {1982), rescarch on
cognitive styles may be placed in one of the followiny three categories:

Category | includes those emphasizing visual-spatial preterences:; Category 2 ancludes

thase which are more concerned with strategies for concept attainment and thus jocus

on categorization and abstraction preferences; Category 3 seems orienled more toward

nersonality. ways in which  the individual views and responds to information about

the world or enviromment. (p. 226
Goldstetn and Blacksan (1978 further clarily rescarch in this area by delineating the
tollowing predominant theoretical approaches to the study of cognitive style: (a)
authoritariamsm, rigidity, and imolerance of ambiguity. (b) dogmatism, (¢} personal
constructs and cognitive complexity, (d) inteprative complexity, and (e) ficld dependence.
Authoritgrianisin

According 1o Goldstein and Blackman (1978), this approach to the study ol cognition was

developed by 'T. W, Adorno, Tise Frenkel-Brunswik, Danicl ). Tevincon, and R, Nevitg

Sanford (1950) who piencered research on authoritarian personalities,  Rescarch on
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authoritarian personalities began during the year: of Adolt Hitler's rise Wy power in an
attempt 10 explore prejudice and o explain the nature of fascist thought.  As Adorno et al.
{1950y note, the major concern of this research was with the "poientially fascistic individual,
one whose structure is such as (o render him particularly susceptible to antidemocratic
propaganda” (p. 1). This research shed light on two types of behavior reflecting cogniave
style. rigidity and intolerance of ambiguity.  Goldstein and Blackman (1978) claim that an
examination of data colected during the course of this research "revealed authoritarian
subjects to be more intolerant of ambiguity and more rigid than nonauthoritarian subjects.
The intolerance was felt to be a generalization of the individual’s intolerance of emotional
ambivalence” (p. 19). Jonassen and Grabowski (1993) define rigidity as one’s resistance "to
review and change one’s judgment of a proposed solution 1w a problem” (p. 105). Also,
Coldstein and Blackman (1978) remark that rescarch by Adorno et al. (1950) revealed that
"rigidity was cvident when the authoritarian individual refused to relinguish ethnic stercotypes
when taced with information contradicting the stercotype. Another characteristic of rigidity is
that the individual's cognitions are compartmentalized and walled-oft from each other.
resulting in an apparent lack of consistency™ (p. 19,
Dogmatizm

The second approach to cognitive style discossed by Goldstein and Blackman . 1978),
dogmatism, was developed by Milton Rokeach. Rokeach (1954) detiaes dogmatism as "(a) a
relatively closed copnitive organization of beliefs and disbeliefs about reality, (b) organized
around a central set ol beliefs about absolute authority which, in turn, (¢) provides a

framework tor patterns of intolerance and qualified tolerance towards others” (p. 195). One
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of the primary concerns of Rokeach was that the wreatment of authoritarignism by Adorno ot
al. focused too heavily on pofitical ideolopy and prejudice. Rokeach (1954) clarified the
distinctions between his theory of dogmatism and previous rescarch on authoritarianism when
he wrote the following:

It is widely recognized, however, that authoritarianism is also manifest among radicals,

liberals, and middle-of-the roaders as well as among conservatives and reactionaries,

IFurthermore, authoritarianism can be recognized as a problem in such areas as science,

an, literature, and philosophy, where fascism and ethnocentrism are not necessarily the

Main issues or may even be totally absent as issues. As pointed out in this paper,

dogmatism, which is assumed W involve both authoritarianism and intolerance, need

not necessartly take the form of tascist authoritarianism or ethnic intolerance, (p. 262)
According 1o Goldstem and Blackman (1978), Rokeach “theorized that, as a cognitive style,
dogmatisim inediates hetween external stimuli and the individual's responses to those stimuli,
Because of this cognitive mediation, the individual who is dogmatic in one area is likely o be
dogmatic in another™ (. 03}
Cognitive. Complexity

Goldstein and Blackman (1978) clum that rescarchers mterested in cognitive complexity
are "concerned with psychological dimensions that individuals use to stracture their
environment” (p. 13),  According to Jonassen and Grabowski (1993), cognitive
complexity/simplicity "deseribes an individual’s discrintinating perception of his or het
environment or social behavior. This pereeption deseribes the way an individual understands.
anticipaies, and predicts events™ (p. 149). This approach to the study of cognition was
established by George A Kelly. Kelly's major contribution to cognitive complexity theory
came tn 1955 with the publication of The Psychology of Personal Constructs.  Diamond

(1985) explains the work of Kelly in the following terms:

10



@@S

Learning Styles 1)

Kelly (1955) emphasizes the way that people interact with their world and actively
process rather than passively store their experiences.  He describes people as developing,
sets of hypotheses or construet systems in which their present abstractions are tentatively
placed on past experiences and ther later are projected upon future events in order to
cope with those events,  These hypotheses are individually constructed from experience
and through them each person sees and interprets the world.  The system is more like o
pair of spectacles than a filing cabinet or knapsack since not only does the person pet
information through it but it even conditions what and how he or she experiences. The
construct system busily secks verification and does not wait. (p. L5)
Tiedewann {1989) further clarifies diffeiences between cognitively comple s and sitmple
individuals by noting that the "conceptual system ol @ cognitively complex individual is
highly differentiuted (using a large number of distinet dimensions), finely articulated (capable
of discriminating the strength of varied stimuli), and Nexibly integriated (dimensions being,
multiply interrelated asd organizedy” {(p. 205),
Integrative Complexily
This approach 1o the stady of cognition was imtially sutlined i Harvey, Hunt, and
Schroder’s (1961) Conceplual Systems. and. Personality. Qrganization and later expinded in
Schroder, Driver, and Streufert’s (1967) Human Infurmation Processing.  Jonassen and
Grabowski (1993) note that a significant contribution to integrative complexity was mide by
Harvey et al. (1961) with the delineation of the following four levels of cognitive
functioning ;
System 1 -derived tfrom authotitarian, restoetive environment--individual characteristios
include concreteness, absoluti -l viewpoint, hias, identification with authority,
ethnocentrism. and dependency on external environment
system - -derived from smbiguous environment- -individual characteristics inclnde Tess

concrete, disassociation between self and environment leading to uncertainty, distrust, and
rehellion against authority

11
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System - -derived trom over-protective. over-indolgent buckground--individual
characteristics include more abstractness, fittie exploration of physical and social world,
autonomy. apathy, less rehellion, but a tendency to demonstrate dependency by
manipulating others

System 1V--derived trom childhood treedom o explore soctal and physical environmenpt -

individual characteristics include most abstract conceptuabization, most cognitively

complex. ability to solve problems with an open mind, positive internal standards. and

integrated cognitive structure based on experience and thought. (p. 155)

Geldstein and Blackman (1978) summarize the integrative complexity approach when they
state that the "view presented is that people engage 1n twa aCtivities 10 Processing sensary
input: differentiation and integration. Differentiation refers to the individual™s ability 1o
locate stinuli along dimensions.  [Integration refers to the individual's ability w vtilize
complex rules, or programs, to comhbine these dimensions” (p. 1360).

Eield Dependence/Independenss:

The final theoretical approach to the stdy of cogmtive style review. | by Goldstein and
Blachman (1978) s field dependence/independence. They show that the father of this theory
was Herman Witkin.  The ficid dependence/independence approach examines cognitive style
in rekation to vanows pereeptual domaing. Witkin (1971 explains the approach in the
following terms:

It has been tound that individual differences in this cognitive style aic related to

individual ditterences m body concept, in nature of the self and in the controls and

detenses typically used. The specific characteristics which have been found to "go
together™ across psychological domains appear to reflect 2 tendency toward more

differentiated or tess differentiated psychological functioning. (p. 8)

Witkin, Dyk, Faterson, Goodenough. and Karp (1962) define psychological differentiation as

the “complexity of a system’s structure. A kess differentated system s a relatively

homogencous structural state; a more differentiated system is a relatively heterogeneous state”

12
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(p. 9). Gudykunst, Ting-Toomey, and Chua (1988) show the conpection between
differentiation and cognitive style when they state that thought “based on increased
difterentiation is ficld independent, while thought based on fower levels ol differentiation is
ficld dependent. Field independence, therefure, involves difterentiated and analytics!
thinking. rather than diffuse and global thinking" (p. 150).

According to Saracho (1988), the fickd dependence-independence dimension "is a bipolir
dimension which contrasts two mndes of funciioning and compares one element of an
individuals functioning on differeat cognitive tasks™ p. 214y, Ramires (1973} states that
characteristics "which ditferentiate field sensitive from field independent individaals, then,
are those which reflect prelerred modes of relating o, classifying, assimilating, and
organiving the environment” (p, 9003, Jonassen and Grabowski (1993) highlight differer ces
between field dependent (D) and tield independent (F1) thought in the following ierms:

EFDs have a global cognitive style because they more readily allow the external cues of

an experience to point the way 1o understanding.  Ficeld independents, on the other hand.

are internally oriented and nay ignore or even distrust exiernal cues.  Fls have an

anticulated cegnitive style because they prefer to create their own models in an attempt e

understand the perceived field. They are better at articulating their knowledge because

they more readily imipose their own structures on it (p. 88)

While this approach 1o the study of cognition has been deseribed as abipolar dichotomy
1 is important to consider that most people "fall somewhere in between these two extremes,
exhibiting a moderate bias toward one style or the other, but sharing aspects ol both across 4
range of different contexts” (Junassen & Grabowskr, 1993, p. 88). 1Uis equally impurtant to
nute that individuals may possess the ability o be bicognitive.  Ramirez and Castaneda (1974)

explain this possibility in the foliowing terms:

13
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In vur research we have observed adults and children who behave in hotk cognitive
styles--that is, they exhibit "cognitive switching"--the ability 10 draw upon hoth field-
sensitive and tield-independent styles at any given time. The cognitive style these
individuals employ seems 10 be dictated by characteristics of the activity, task, or
particular social atmosphere. The hehavioral versatility exhibited by these persons
iinplies w us a bicognitive development. (p. 130y
In uther words, this cognitive switching or hicognitive development may depend on the
context of the task, Table 1, based on Jonassen and Grahowski's (1993) categorization of
tield dependent and ficld independent thought. provides further clarflication of these cognitive
styles.

It is also important to consider the pervasiveness of these cognitive styles. According o
Witkmn, Moore, Guodenough. and Karp (1977) "cognitive styles carry a message about what
we traditionally call “personality.” So, it is a feature of personality. and not alone of
cognition in the narrow sense, that an individual likes to be among people. 15 particularly
attentive W wnat others say and do. and takes account of information from others in detining
his own heliets and sentiments” (p. 14}, In addition, Witkie (1978) claims that "cognitive
sivles puide the formation of modes of bebavior in people which are compatible with their
styfes™ (p. 310, Witkin (1978} contrasts some of the behavioral differences between those
who employ ficld dependent and tield independent cognitive styles in the following terms:

Ficld-dependent people seck both physical and emotional closeness to others which, in

turn, provides them with experience in interpersonal relations, whereas field-independent

people prefer to keep others "at arms length. " Field-dependent people pay sclective
attention to social cuwes, in contrast to field-independent people who are relatively in-

sensitive to such cues. (p. 200

Ramirez. (1973) also sagpests that "ficld sensitive individuals are more influenced by, or more

sensitive to the human element in the environment™ (p. 9003, In additon, Witkin (1978)

14
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states that those who utilize ficld dependent cognitive styles heve been characterized by
researchers as "sociable, interested in people, wanting to help others, having a concern for
people, knowing many people, and being known o many.  Descriptions of relatively ficld-
independent people have included individoalistic, aloof, and concerned with ideas and
principles rather than people” (p. 20).

Other scholars inferested in cognition have acknowledged the existence of two ditterent
cognitive styles. Although she refers o ficld dependent and field independent cognitive styles
as holistic und analytic, Cooper (1980) states that "the halistic thinker relates o the
enviromment as @ whole; the analytic thinker focuses on part of & field as discrete from its
surroundings.  The holistic thinker is socially oriented; the analytic thinker is task-oriented.
The two types of thinkers difter in what they attend to, in what is important to them™ (p. 43).
Cohen (1969) summarizes research initiated in 1963 at the Learning Rescarch and
Development Center at the University of Pittsburgh. This research centered around the
conceptual styles of low-income school children.  According to Cohen (1969), the rescarch
mvolved the analysis of the “cognitive requirements of the school and their dervative social
and psychological behaviors and those learning characteristics brought to the schoal by
children from low-income homes” ¢(p. 828). The children were administered widely used
standardized tests of intelligence to enable the researchers to “wdentity the gencric
requirements tor achicvement that such instruments mike of the people 10 whom they are
administered” (p. 829). The results of this research confirmed the existence ol tield
dependent and field independent or relational and analytic cognitive styfes. Cahen (1969)

states that "two conceptual styles have been identified and dewmonstrated reliably - -relational
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Characteristic Difterences in Field Dependence/Independence

Field Dependent

Field Independent

global

analytic

dccepls structure

externally directed

- generates structure
- internally directed

attentive to social information

inattentive w social cues

contlict resolvers

philosophical, cognitive

sociable and gregarious

individualistic

atfiliation oriented

distant 1n social cedations

interpersonal

intrapersonsl

needs friendship

reserved, aloof

conventional, traditional

experimental

influenced by the salient features

generates own hypotheses

tactually oriented

acquires unrelated facts

conceptually oriented
acquires infonmation o fit conceptual scheme

aceepts ideas as presented

represents concepts through analysis

intfluenced by format/strcture

e Jess affected by Format/structure

gets feelings/decisions from others

- . impersonal orientation

sensitive to others
affected by stress

msensitive 1o social undercurrents
ipnores external stress

and anakytic. Relational and analytic coneeptual styles were found to be associated with

shared-tunction and formal primary group participation. respectively . as socialization settings”

fp. 8421 This research helps to clarify and confirm the existence of ditferent ways off

thinking. In the next section, 1review literature that refers 1o the charactenistics of” Afnican

American cognitive styles,

16
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African Amerivan Cugnitive Styles

The Hterature on African Arerican cognition indicates that they are likely 0o utibze field
dependent cogmitis ¢ styles. Initially, some scholars have offered broad generabizations about
the cognitive styies of African Americans. White (1970) suggests that the psychological
orientation 1o reslity of Atriean Americans is distinet from that of whites. Specificatly, he
feels that this ortentation is more affective while that of whites is more objective. According,
to White (1970), "people whe grow up in the black community tend 10 be much more
intuitive in terms of then response G signs and gestures than they are in relating 1o conerete
syntax” (p. 86y dn additon, Cooper (1980) notes that altkough “there is @ continuum of
style, some individuals and cultural groups cluster at one end or another of this continuum
Mcxic;ml\mcricun; and Black Americans are two groups that tend {o have large numbers of
holistic thinkers™ (p. 35). Hale-Benson (1982) poes so far as to claim that Afnican American
culture influences the development of holistic or field dependent cognitive styles
Specitically, Hale-Benson {1982) argues that " Atro- Americans participate in a culture that has
its roots in West Africa. This cabure gives rise o distinctive modes of child-rearing among,
African-American people.  As a result, Black chiidren may have distinctive learning and
expressive styles that can be observed i their play behavior” (p. 5). Hilliard (1976)
characierizes Atrican American cogpntive style in the following terms:

I Afro-American peaple tend to preter 1o respond to and with “pestalts” rather than to

or with atenistic things.  Enough particulars are tolerated to get a4 peneral sense of
things. There is an impatience with unnecessary specifics.  Sometimes it seems that

the predominant pattern for mainstream America is the preoccupation with particuiars
along with a concomitant loss of i sense of the whole. There is the belief thi
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anything can be divided and subdivided into minute pieces and that these preces
add up 10 a whole.

Afro-American peopie tend to preter interential reasoning to deductive or inductive
redasoning,

Afro-American people tend w prefer approximations over accuracy to "hfty decimal
places.”

Atro-American people tend 1o prefer a focus on people and their activities rather than
things. The choice by so many students of the helping professions such as teaching.

psychology, social work, and so forth cannot be explained by job availability or cawe
of curriculum.

Afro-American people have a keen sense of justice and are quick o analyze and
perceive injustice.

Afro-American people tend o lean toward altruism, a concern tor onc’s tfellow man.

Afro- American people tend to prefer novelty and freedom,  Watness the development
ol improvisations in music, styles in clothing, and so forth.

Afro-American people in general tend not te be "word” dependent. This is to sav.
there s a tendency to favor non-verbal as waii as verbal communications. Words
may he used as much o set 4 mood as to convey specific data. (pp. 38-3t)

Afthough extremely broad, these scholar™ pencralizations serve as a basic working statement

dhout African American cognition upon which a more elaborate explanation may be

established.

In an articte in which she reviews research on African American cognitive styles, Shade

(1982 concludes that a "patiern scems to energe that suggests that Atro-Americans have o

ticld-dependent cognitive style” (p. 227y Several rescarchers have tested the hypothesis that

Atrican Americans tend to utilize field dependent cognitive styles. Ramirez and Price-

Williams (1974) studied 180 fourth: gradde children to determine whether Mexican American

and African American students seored ina sigmficantly more ficld dependent direction than

18
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did the Anglo children, Ramirez and Price-Williams (1974} concluded that "members of
groups which cmphasize respect tor family and religious authority and group identity, and
which are characterized by shared -function family and friendship groups, tend to be field-
dependent in cognitive style” (p. 217). Perney (1976) swudied field dependence-independence
amonyg suburban African American and white sixth-grade students.  In this study, 40 sixth-
prade students ¢qually divided by race and sex were astministered the Embedded Figures Test
Perney (1976) found that "there were significant differences between white and black children
and between girls and boys in their responses to the Embedded-figures Test, However, of
the four groups studied, the one aceounting for most of the difterences in both cases was the
Negro girls” (p. 978). Perncy (1976) hypothesized that African American females may be
raised in 4 culture that facilitutes the development of field dependent cognitive styles, In
addition, Jones (1978) investigated the meaning of black and white personality differences.
In this study. Yones (1978) administered items obtained from the MMPLL Calitornia
Psychological Inventory, and Embedded Figures Test to a group of 220 black and white
Junior college students. These psychological inventories were designed to test the personality
charactenistics of the respondents. Jones (1978) concluded that "further evidence {or Black-
White differences in personality processes is the greater tield-dependence of Black subjects,
The disparity in ficld-dependence-independence between the two races in this study surpasses
the hy now well estahlished and predictable finding of sex differences in cognitive style” (p.
250,

As noted previously, research on copnitive style indicates that field dependent individuals

tend o be much more interpersonally oriented than ficld independent individuals. Witkin
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(1978) argoes that "ficld-dependent people hiave what may be characterized, overall, as an
interpersonal onentation” (p. 20y, 1o addition, Shade (1982) claims that field dependent
mdividuals “scem to demonstrate a preference for interpersonal relationships. This preference
is inanifested through a strong interest in other people, a need and desire to be physically
close 1o people. a preference for social situations, and attentiveness to social cues” (p. 229).
Research on African Americans indicates that they also tend to be interpersonally oriented.
According to Madhere (1989), "when it comes 10 the empathic process, the leading tendency
among Blacks scems to be interactive, ot attributive.  In other words, Blacks form their
impressions mainly in terms of the clements present in a situation.  The interactive modality
affords them great flexibility in managing social encounters” (p. 200), Shade (1982) states
further that "Afre- Americans seem to develop g unigue attective or personal orientation that
manifests itselt in attention to social cues, subjective meanings attached 1o words, preference
for social distance, and sustained use of ponverbal communication” (p, 221). I a similar
vein, Shade and Edwards (1987) claim "that Afro- American children, pecause of the urban
environment and soctal milicu in which they live and because of the various mediating
expeniences (o which they are exposed, develop a preference for the social rather than the
irdramate aspects of their environment which influence their school behavior® (p. 89). Ina
study of differences in social perceptions, Szalay and Bryson (1973) found that words
representing themes of racial integration. individual needs, and social problems were
perceived as having higher value by African Americans while European Amcricans preferred
ward domains representing various "ismys.” pational loyalty, and health concerns. The

response variation repeesents differences in attached affective meamng. In a study in which
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groups were compared based on their attentiveness to cues in the faces of other individuals,
Hirschberg, Jones, and Haggerty (1978) found that African Americans focus on very ditferent
cues than European Americans and subseguently develop different recognition patterns.
These authors concluded thal the African American subjects paid much more attentien to the
alfective characteristics of the pictures of male faces than to the physical characteristics,
Other studies seem to indicate that African Americans detect different social reactions and
nuances. A study done by Hill and Fox (1973) of a military situation found that African
American and European American squad leaders had entirely different perceptions about the
climate and interrelationships of the people in their squads. Hill and Fox (1973) concluded
that "white squad leaders gave proportionally more reprimands to their white as compared to
black subordinates. They also gave their black subordinates better performance ratings and
indicated that white as contrasied with black squad members were more uncertain than
expected” (p. 685).

The research presented in this section does suggest that African Americans end
employ field dependent cognitive styles (Cooper. 1980; Hale-Benson, 1982: Hilliard. 19706:
lones, 1978; Perney, 1976; Ramirez & Price-Williams, 1974; Shade. 1982). Specitically.
researchors have indicated that Afvican Americans are likely to utilize an interpersonal o
affective cognitive orientation (Hill & Fox, 1973; Hirschberg et al., 1978; Madhere, 1989;
Shade, 1982, Shade & Edwards, 1987 Szalay & Bryson, 1973)  In the next section of this

thesis, literature relating w the correlation between culture and cognition is explored.
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Culture amd Cogmtion

This study was uirdertaken, in part, in an attempt to better understand the relationship
between Aftican American culiure and cognition. While the relationship between culture and
cognitton has heen the subject of study tor researchers interested in western and ponwestern
cultures, Shade (1982) notes that this research has pot been applicd to subcultures in the
following terms:

The relationship between culture and cognitive development of the individual has become

a familiar and provocative theme in cross-cularal psychology. However. aithough this

relationship is aceepted for ditferentiating western and neawestern cultures, 1t is not

widely applied to subcultures within American society.  Rather than agree to the idea
that the differences found in cognitive approaches might he related to a subcultural
strategy, researchers penerally promote the idea that ethnic differences and genetic make-

up create the variation. (p. 225)

According 1o Anderson (1988), 1t is feasible that “different ethnic groups with different
cultaral histories. difterent adaptive approaches to reality, and different socishzation practices
would ditfer concerning their respective cognitive/Jearning styles™ (p. 4),

Several scholars have chumed that socialization practices may be at least partiallv
respemsible for ditferences in cognition. Ramirez and Castaneda (1974} state that
sacialization "styles, including teaching approaches, the nature of rewards, and characieristucs
ol the relatenship between “teacher” and learner, which children experience at home. ditter
from culture o culture” (p. 60y Tn addition. Amderson (1988) argues that hecause “the
social, cultural, and environmental milicus of ethnic and racial groups dffer. one ~hould
expeet these ditferences 1o be refleaied in their respective cultural/cognitive styles™ (p. 4). In
a similar vemn, Ramires and Castanedd (1973) have hypothesized that values and

“socialization stvles deternune or dtect development of cognitive style in children, and
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differences which parallel those seen in socialization practices may be seen in several areas of
behavior™ (p. 60).

Cohen’s (1969) research, based on a year of observing and interviewing individuals in
low income neighborhuods in and around Pittsburgh, indicates that social eavironments may
play a role in the development of cognitive style. More specifically, Cohen (1969} claims
that ditferences in cognition observed in the course ot her research may "have arisen as a
result of different social environments that stimulate, reinforce, and make functional the
development of vne style of conceptual vrganization and constriin and inhibit others™ (p.
810). She concludes that children who participate ia structured familics in "formal” styles of
group organization function with analytic cognitive style.  Those children who live in maore
tluid families that she terms "shared-tunction™ primary groups are more likely to utilize
relational cognitive styles. Cohen (1969 summarizes this rescarch in the tollowing terms:

Observations indicated that relational and analytic cognitive styles were intimately

associated with shared-function and forma! styles of group organization.  The manner in

which critical functions were distributed in them seemed to parallel closcly the observable
cogmtive functioning of their members. When individuals shifted from one kind of
group structure 1o the other, their modes of group participation, their languape styles. and
their cognitive styles could be seen to shift appropriately w the extent that their

cxpertise in using other approaches made flexibility possible. (p. 831)

This research implics that socialization plays ae important role in the acguisition and
development of cognitive style.

Rescarch previously reviewed indicates that African Americans are likely to employ field
dependent cognitive styles. According to Shade (1982), the “diflerences in perception of the
world, of people, and of ¢vents s indicative o1 e unigue socialization experiences of Afro-

Americans” (p. 223). Hale Bensoun (1982) goes so far as o claim that Afncan American
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culture intluences the development of holistic or feld dependent cogmitive styles.
Specificaily, Hale-Benson (1982) argues that "Alro- Americans participate in a cultuse that has
its roots in West Africa. This culture gives rise to distinctive modes ol child-rearnpg among,
African-American people. As a resudt, Black children may bave distinctive learning and
expressive styles that can be ohserved in their play behavior™ (p. 5). Shade and Ldwards
(1987) further clarily the role ol socialization in the acquisition of cogmitive styles tor African
Americans when they state:
The home environment is very wmportant to the personalily and cognitive development of
children. For Afro-Americans, this environment takes on an even more important task,
for it must prepare the child to live in a society that devalues individuals whose social
and ethnic origing differ from the accepted norm,  Generatly, this task is performed
through the perpetuation of habits, values, and atitudes that seccesstully mediate the
interaction between the individual and the environment.  From all indications. Afro-
Amertcan families have tound it important to stress social rather than instrumental
cugnition, (p. 99)
In additon, Shade and Edwards (1987} argue that individuals "who are involved in the modal
Atro-American culture may be more likely to exhibit an interest in the social dimension of
their environment and, thus, display a high degree of socigl intefhigence™ (p. 97). Although
Shade and Edwards (1987) provide a starting point for the examination of culture and
cognition, it does not necessarily follow that an interest in the social dimension causes or s
related e a high degree ol social intellipence.
Rescarch by Perney (1976) also sheds light on the role of culture in cognition. In
Perney's (1976) study of sixth-grade students, she foand that African Americans were tikely
w utihize ficld dependent cognitive styles. While Perney (1976) noted that African American

temales accounted Tor most of the difference inscores on the Embedded Figures Test, the
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resilts of her study fed her to hypathesize that "Negro Anrerican culture (it feast in the
middle-class) tends to foster fickd dependence inits girls. This seems the only possible
explanation 1o explain the vast difference between Negro parls and the other groups, unless
the sample was not accurate” (p, 979). As the review of literature in this section indicates,
the fink between African American colture and cognitien has ool received much altention
from researchers. Research in the future should more closely examine the rofe of culture i
the development of copnitive siyle.

Educational Tmplications

Onc of the prinuary reasens for my interest in African American cognitive style i<
education. A surge of titerature reflecting the pedagogical advantages of multicultoralism has
recently emerged. While many scholars and educators have recogmzed the importance ol
diversaty in the clussioom, less atiention has been paid to the noportance of recognizing
diverse copnitive styles in the classroom. However, cognitive styles represent a critical
vitriahle in the education of all students. According, i Ganld and Garger (1985), a "solid
rescarch hase exists for the Gield dependent-independent coneepts bat o wider knowledpe and
apphication of Witkin's work within educational circles is lacking” (p. 291, Shade (1982)
highlights the relationship botween cognition and educational suceess Tor Afvicun Amenicans
in the following terms:

ftseems very possible that the difterences in performance which relate to the schoaol

context and which continue to be found are the result of a culturally induced difference in

Afro-Amencan cognitive or perceptual style preterence which emphasizes a person rather

than an object orientation.  Although this style is probably of tremendous advantage in
sovial and interpersonal situations, it may be antithetical 10 school success. (p. 236)
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In a similar vein, Frank (19843 arguces that the "usedulness of cogmitive style rescarch depends
greatly on s potential t uncover specific processing differences hetween field-independent
and field-dependent students; such knowledge should help teachers develop classroom
strategies that capitalize on the characteristios of the different stvles of studenis™ (pp. 664
670}
It is also important for educators 1o recognize that while Alrican American students tend
1o utilize retational or field dependent cognitive styles, school environments at all Tevels may
encourage analytic or field independent cogmitive stvles. As Cooper (F980) notes, in general
the "schoal environment vewards apalytic thinkers; indeed, it expects students to he task
oriented und analytic in their approach to fearning” (p. 450 In addition, Cohen (1069)
argues that “not only test criteria but also the overall ideology and learning environment of
the school embody regqairements tor many social and psychological correlates of the analylic
style” (p. 8¥)). Ramirez {1973 claims that some cultural proups are actuatly seen as deviant
in many cducational setungs:
In fact, in the case of some ethaic groaps, it would he more accuriste to say that s
culture-is-damaging mode! has been applied.  That is, the cultures of some ethnic groups
(particularly blacks. Indigans, and peoples ot La Raza) have been viewed by educational
institutions as interfering with the intellectual and emotional development of children and
hindering the development of tite styles and values typical of mainstream U.S. culture,
(. ROS)
Rither than recognizing th o diverse perspectives of relationad or field dependent students,
many educators have attempted to mold them o existing stroctures. Hale-Benson {1982)

echaes these concerns for African American sludents when she states that the "emphasis of

traditional education has been upon molding and shaping Black children so that they can be



AS
i

icarning Styles 20

fit into an educational process designed for Anglo-Saxon middle-class children” (p. 1),
Cohen (1969) claims that school environments which fail o recogniee diverse cognitive styles
may reduce the chances tor suceess of field dependent students:

For analytic children the school’s formal organization acts as an additional reintorcer of

analytic thinking as well as of ity related soctal behaviors.  For retational children,

however, its impact on coneeptual patterning is disorganizing: its climate lacks the cucs
necessary 1o understanding, or they are ambigoouws; and its requirements for social

participation are of low value. (p. 837)

Research on cognition in the classeoom has demonstrated important differences between
field independent and field dependent students,  Tnitially, rescarch by Frank (1984) has shown
that field independents are more efficient at taking notes than field dependems which
improves their performance over tield dependents.  After admimistering the Hidden Figures
Test and the Advanced Vocabulary Test 1 o a group of 160 temale undergraduate students,
Frank {(1984) compared the performance of field imdependent and field dependeat students on
various note taking tasks.  Frank (1984) summarizes his findings in the following terms:

The results of the present study provide evidence that the typical classroom procedures in

which the teacher lectures and students take notes may favor the performance of field-

independent students over field-dependent students.  Thus, teachers may want to consider
providing students with external organizational aids while lecturing. perhaps through
outlines un either an overhead prejector, a blackboard, or a handout. By clearly
presenting the structure of a lecture. the teacher mav be able to help the performance of
the fickd-dependent student without hindering the performance of the field-independent

student. (p. 677)

In addion, research by Berger and Goldberger (1979) has demonstrated that field
independents are more task oriented and shle e focus attention on the relevant aspects of a

task. Taese scholars administered the Vocabmlary ‘Fest. Rod-and-trame Test, Embedded

Frgures Testo and Short-term memory tests to i group of 74 undergraduate students. Berger
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and Goldherger (1979) concluded that the "findings ol the present study seeni to give strong
suppurt e the conceptions of Tield independence as involving the ability 1o attend selectively
and the wendency to be task-oriented™ (p. 96).

The Bterature on cognition in the classroom also suggests that field independent and ticld
dependent students ditfer in the kind of subjects they prefer as well as in how they learn
Saracho (1988) claims that in "studying the relationship of copnitive style to academic
achievemnent, it has been found that tield independent students prefer sciences and math.
while ficld dependent studeats prefer social science” (p. 216). Saracho (1988) also claims
that lield dependent "students undersiand material which is tightly orpanized: whereas fiehd
independent students can understand material which is "oosely organized” (p. 216). In
addition, Witkin et al. {1977y argue that because "of their social orientation relatively ticld:
dependent children are apt 1o be particularly adept at learning and remembering materials that
have social content” (p. 19y, Saracho (1990} also states that field dependent students tend to
preter material with a social content while ficld indepeadent swdents generally prefer a mnore
impersonal eavironment:

F1) students learn better with malterials which have a social content. FI students learn

hetter with material focusing on general principles.  Impersonal abstract subject arcas

such as mathematics and physical sciences are preferred by Tl students. 1) students
tavor group and exploratory experiences hut FI students favor independent work . and

impersonal, direct forms of instruction. (p. 100)

Shade and Edwards (1987) also claim that interpersonal closeness in the classroom in
extremely important to African American students:

As part of this emphasis on social aspects ol the environment, Afro-American children

seek Lo adentify feelings, acceptance, and emotional closeness,  The interpretations of
these factors determine the amount and kind ot effort the students will expend on
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clisstoom tasks. and, thus, sets the stage tor the quabity of their acadenme performance.
(. 98)

1t is important to note that while difterences exist hetween dicld independent arnd field
dependent students in the classroom, their cognitive performance can be equal it the kearning
enviromment is halanced.  Saracho (1988) highlights this possibility in the following 1erms:

The social orientation of relatively field dependent children provides them with skills to

learn and remember materials with social content. Field imdependent children may not do

as well with those materials not because of a lack of ability or attention. The
performance of field dependent children can be equal 1o that of field independent

children with social material, as was reported in studies which made the Tearning ot social

material an intentional assignment. Thus, the functioning of hoth field dependent and

field independent children is equal if the appropriate strategics and techniques are used.

(p. 219)

Whitle the purpose of my research is not te develop strict eriteria for mstructors in all
disciphines o follow, 1 do Teel it important to cite important pedagogical concerns in the
literature regarding cognitive styie and instruction.  In addition, these concerns help
substintiate reasons tor rescarch on cognition in the classroom. According o Cooper (1980),
(eachers st learn to recognize ditferences in cogniton in the classtoom because only “with
such wwareness can the teachers adopt the method that will Dest suit the individual student”
(p. Hh Gorham (1990) notes that commumeation instructors specitically nmst be aware ot
different cognitive styies when st claims that;

Insotar as the development of communication competencies is regarded as a stepping

stone o successinl competition in academic, employment, and social environments.

communication teacher . should he aware that differences in cognitive processing may
make traditional instructional technigues, which are geared toward Fls, ditficult for some

students. (p. 212)

Alse, Nance and Foeman (1993) note thit "in the process of teaching Afvican American

students o learn in “their way," many mstitutions miss the opportunity to experience these
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students’ other ways of being and learning and thereby fail o tap the tull range of
understanding, creativity. and potential W participate and contribute these students ofter” (p.
452). Banks (1988) sugpests that teachers should use g variety of teaching styles to
accommedate all students.
Teachers should recopnize that students bring a variety of learning, cognitive, and
motivational styles o the classroom, and that while cenain characteristics are assocuated
with specific ethnic and social-class groups, these characteristics are distributed
throughout the total student population.  This means that the teacher should use a variety
of teaching stykes and content that will appeal o diverse students. {(p. 466)
Maoreover. Nance and Fooman (1993) arpue that speech teachers must respond o African
Amer.can cognitive styles:
Beyond training our students to stand hefore a group and give a reasonably coherent
statement, teachers of public speaking seek to encourage students to be well-rounded
communticators who can effectively share exciting ideas in their own best ways with real
and diverse audiences. For this to happen for larger numbers of African American
students and other students of color, public speaking teachers must begin to respond o
these students’ ways of thinking, knowing, and communicating. (p. 456)
Finally. the intention of this essay is not to develop or reinforee societal stereotypes ot any
group. 1 agree with Shade (1982) who claims that "unlike the deficit theory approaches,
which blame the victim tor lack of success. the focus of a sylistic approach to learning,
reguires the identification of diversity within the education setting™ (p. 238) - This approach
simply sugpests that we must be aware of cullural diversity in the classroom. The rationale

for ethnographic methodolopy, setting. participants, description of data. methods for data

analysis. and transeript procedures are discussed m the next section.

30



Learning Styles 30

METHODOLOGY

In this section, the rationale Tfor ethnographic methodology, setting, participants, and
description of data are discussed 11 is important to examine these factors prior (o the
analysis of data as they provide the framewaork for that analysis.

Rationale for Ethnographic Methodology

I will tollow the methodology of ethnography in my investigation ot African American
cognitive styles.  As Agar (1990) notes, ethnography “is an ambiguous term; 1t refers both to
a research process and to a textual product” (p. 73). Waicott (1990) ciarilies ethhographic
methodology by claiming that @ commitment to ethnography "traditionally has meant to
commit to looking at. and atempting fo make sense of, human sucial hehavior in terms of
cultural patterning” (p. 48). In addition, Taylor and Bogdan (1984) argue that qualitative
methodology can be charactertzed according to the following ten critena: (a) gualitative
research is inductive. (h) the researcher Tooks at settings and people holistically, (¢)
gualitative researchers are sensitive to their effects on the people they study. (d) gualitative
researchers try to undeistund people trom therr own framie of reference, (¢) the gualitative
researcher suspends, or sets aside, his or her own beliefs, perspectives. and predispositions,
() tor the gualitative rescarcher, all things are valuable, (g) qualitative methods are
humanistic, (h) gualitative researchers emphasize validity in their research, (1) for the
qualitative researcher, all settings and people are worthy of study. and (}) qualitative rescarch
s eradt (pp. §8). These criteria provide a broad framework tor ethnographic methodology

irwin (1987) explains that ethnographic methodology is a vatuable tool tor the discovery

ol knowledpe by stating that "the close study of subjects uncovers their humanity.  Though
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this does not pecessarily resull in an unguestioning acceptance or tolerance ot all subjeets’
behavior, which would be the error of romanticism, it promotes knowledge and an
appreciation of their meaning worlds, motivations, and aspiratiens” {p 47). I a similar
vein, Spradley (1980) claims that "any explanation of behavior which excludes what the
actors themselves know, how they define their actions, remains a parttal explanation that
distarts the human situation. The tools of ethnography offer one means to deal with this fact
of meaning” (p. 10). In other words, ethnographic methads atlow the rescarcher to tap into
the perspective of the groap under siedy.  Inaddition, Agar (1982) explains that the
ethnographer’s goal 15 to bridge communication gaps between cultures when he states that the
"ethnographer is trying o produce a renort for somebady ¢lse. to show how the life of some
group makes sense” (p. 783). Tedlock (1991) clarifies this point by stating that since "we
can only enter into another person’s world through communication, we depend upon
ethnographic dialogue to create a world of shared intersubjectivity and to reach an
understanding of the dhfterences between the two wnrlds""(p_ 7. As these authors verity,
the goat of ethnogrephy 18 (o bridge communication gaps between different cultures. The
cthnographer seeks a detated understanding ot those under study then translates that
understanding 1o othors.

I beficve that the methodolopy of ethnography is best suited Tfor my study of African
American cognitive styles.  Initially. cthnography is designed o allow the researcher to tap
into the perspectives of those under study.  Einstead (1993) further clarities the

methodological advantages of cthnography in the following terms:
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As a methodology it has the capacity 1o embody a variety of perspectives and setlings: it
can he regarded as the natural methodelogical and discursive response to epistemological
and existential fragmentation; as a qualitative account its strength has been s theoretical
description; it adapts easily to the "linguistic turn™ in social analysis and incorporates

an awdreness of suhjectivity: and it offers the possibility of "cthical” social science.

(. 98)

Also, Wouds and Hammersley (19493) argue that ethnography is a particularly appropriate
methodology tor edacational research "as a result ol its open-ended orientation and concern
with detailed investigation of diverse perspectives and of the complexities of human social
imeraction” (p. 1),

The setting for this study will be a large urban high school in an [Hinois community.
The selected populations witl include students in different speech classes,  Speeifically. |
anticipate utilizing students in hasic public speaking. intermediate-fevel public speaking. and
advanced public speaking courses. These classes should provide me with a broad range of
students at different levels ot communicative ability.  In addition, | will focus on classes that
provide a balanced representation of white and African American students.

The study will he conducted over a peried of several months.  Over the course of these
months, 1 will carry a note pad to record all observations and interviews, 1 will also interact
with students on an informal basis.  For example, T may join the students i classes, various
daily activitics, and informal discussions. Ry the second ohservation, 1 hope 1o establish
enough rapport with informants to begin audio-taped interviews.  These interviews will form
the foundation of the analysis of cognitive styles. Signed consent forms will be obtained

from the participants prior to the inferviews,
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Participants

The participants tor this study include all individuals in the setting who are observed or
interviewed.  In addition, | recognize myself as one of the participants,  Since §also serve as
interviewer. it should be nuted at this point that 1 will use the terms "researcher” and
"interviewer” interchangeably to refer o myself as 1 describe and analyze dana.

The participants from this high school will be classitied as "informants” or "key
informants.”  "Informants” include students observed and informally interviewed, but not
interviewed on audio tape.  "Key informants” include the instructor of the speech classes
ohserved and students with whom this researcher interacts frequently and conducts audio-
taped interviews.  The participant, will represent a broad range of individuals involved with
public speaking, policy debate, and individual events. | anticipate observing students in the
tollowing three speech classes: basic speech, public speaking, and advancea public speaking,
It is my hope that many of the students enrolled in the public speaking arul advanced public
speaking classes alse participate in policy debate and/or individual events  Policy debaie
involves a team of two individuabs who argue both sides of 4 predetermined topic for the
duration of the academic year. The activity utilizes Jogical analysis of the issues combined
with supporting rescarch.  In contrast, individual events do not always involve a ream effort,
Rather, an individual or ndividuals prepare speeches (extemporancous, oratory. informative,
and Lincoln Douglas debate) or interpretations of literature (dramatic, humerous. and poetry).
The emphasis inindividaal events is oa presentation as well as logical analysis. While the
communicative ahility of the debaters is umportant, there s also g strong emphasis on

research and logical analysis.
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The selection of student informants will occor randomly . In other M)rds, I will not enter
the setting having already seiected them. This method should feast limit the variety of
potential subjects. The instractor may also imroduce me o informants,  Incaddition., T may
gam intormants by approaching students in class.

Deserniption el Dala

Participant Qhservation

The data for this study will come from a vancety of different sources. A larpe portion of
the data will be generated through participant observation. Gottman (1989) detines
participant observation as a means of acquiring data "hy subjecting yourselt, your own body
and your own personality, and your own social situation, to the set of contingencies that play
upon a sel of individuals, so that vou can physically and ecologically penetrate their circle of
response 1o their social situation, or their work situation. or their «thnic sitwation or
whatever” (p. 125)  As this definition notes, ethnographic methodology emphasizes
unobtrusive participation and immersion in the culture under study as a primary nieans ot
understanding that culture.  Conguergood (1991 expands this analysis by stating that "the
ebligatory nite-of-passage for all ethnographers—doing figldwork—reguires getting one’s body
immersed in the field for a period of time sufficient (0 ¢nable one to participate inside that
culture. Fthnography is an embodied practice: itis an intensely sensuous way of knowing”
(p. 180).  Agar (1982} cxplains that through participant observation "we gain access o the
flow ot lite trom which strips will be ahstracted for reflective study.  Finally, it is through
the development of rapport in participant vhservation that we increase the chances that

expressions of group hite will vecur without being modified for the view of a temporary
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stranger” (p. 792). In this sense. participant observation allows the ethnographic rescarcher
to tap into the meanings and perspectives of the group being studied.  Emerson (1987)
claritics this point by stating that:

Participant observation as contemporarily understood locates its strength less in putting

the researcher in a position 10 bypass the selectivity and contamination of members’

accounts, and more in putting the researcher in the position to learn what is meaningtul
members--hence the emphasis on participation, on fieldwork as socialization into other

ways of knowing and doing. {(p. 75)

I will conduct several observations at the high school over the course of this study. |
hope to observe students working in the Hbrary, during class Jectures and discussions, as well
ax perlorming student speechos.

In-Depth Interviews

To further explore cognitive styles, in-depth interviews will he conducted which examine
the students™ perceptions ahoul their cognitive styles. ‘Faylor and Bogdan (1984) define in-
depth anterviewing as “repeated tace-to-face encounters between the researcher and infurmants
directed roward understanding informants” perspectives on their lives, experiences, or
situations as expressed in their own words” {(p. 77). According to Spradiey (1980),
cthnographic interviews allow the researcher to tap the informants” "knowledge about 4
particular cultural scene; you are making use of their informal skiils as participant observers”
(p. 124). In addition, Frey, Botan. Fricdman. and Kreps (1992} claim that ethnographic

interviews "are alse essential for getting “below the surface’ and discovering what people
think and feel about particular communication events” (p, 285). Finally, while researchers

run the risk that informants will not be completely honest in responding to inter Jiew

questions, Silverman (1493) notes that authenticity “rather than reliability is often the issue in
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qualitative research. The aim is usually to gather an authentic” understand.ng of people’s
experiences and it is believed that *open-eaded” questions are the most effective route
towards this end” (p. 10).

I will interview a number of difterent students, 1 hope to interview a balanced number of
Atrican Aumncrican and Cancasian students.  Prepared interview guestions include:

I. How do you characterize your thinking?

[ ]

How do you support ideas in a speech?

L

. Do you have a preference tor debate or forensics?

+a

What subjects do you preter in school?

i

Do you see yourself existing within a unigue culture?

6. 11 you could change vne thing about the school environment, what would it be?

In the process of collecting interviews, T hope 1o established rapport with the students so
that the interviews closely resemble conversational discourse. This should allow the students
to intiate more spontancous topics and enable both researckr and student to expand upon the
prepared questions.  Also, establishing rapport with the students may allow for the
development of a mutually relaxed atmosphere which contributes to the quality of the data
coltected.  Although these six questions provide a general framework for discussion,
additonal questions which claborated on students’ responses are expected,

riangulation

In addition to participant observation and in-depth intervicwing, T will administer

Cognitive Style Assessments (CSAs) and the Group Embedded Figures Test (GETT) to

trigngulate my research.  According 1o Tavlor and Bogdan (1984), triangulation “ts often
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thought of as a way o guarding against rescarcher bas and checking out accounts from
ditferent informams, By drawing on other types and sources of data. observers also gain a
deeper and clearer understanding, of the setting and people heing studied” (p. 68y, The
combination and integration ol methods acts a8 a means of cross-checking data obtaned trom
participant observation and in-depih interviews, thus limiting potential subjective bias

A total of 3 CSAs will be developed and administered to the students. The CSAs will be
used durtag the interviews to provide the students with a specibic cognitive task to recall,
The following CSA is one of the three given to the students,

Instrugtions: Please read over the tollowing gquestion carefully and formulate

an answer.  As you construct the answer, please carefully think about your

thinking. What happens as you think?  What happens first, then what, then

what, and what do you end up with? How did you get there? How do you

weigh or evalugte important concepts? In other words. 1 am interested not

in the specitic answer you develep but the step-hy-step thinking process

that leads you to that answer.

Assume that you have promised to spend Saturday might watching movies

with your parents.  Your best friend calls on Saturday afternoon and tells

you that she/he has one extra ticket to a concert that is sold out. In

addition, you quickly realize that the band playing, is your favorite band.

What would you do?
This CSA simply asks the students what they would do it put in a situation where a choice
had 10 be made regarding spending time with friends or family.  As the mstructions indicate,
| am interested in examining the step-hy-step thinking process that the students atilize in
developing an answer. The two other CSAS are more fogic oriented. The CSA on the
greenhouse effect requires the students to determine the assumptions of an arpument.  The

CSA on cockroaches requires the students to determine the amount of time it will take rapidly

reproducing insects o fill a halt pallon bucket, The CSAs are designed to tap into the
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students” cognitive style by providing them with 4 specific problem solving situation. Copies
of all three CSAs can be found in Appendix A, B, and €.

To further triangulate my research, T will administer the GEFT 1o ditferent groups of
high school studems. The GEFT is a moditfied form of the Embedded Figures Test (11T
developed by Witkin, Oltman, Raskin, and Karp (1971}, Witkin ¢t al. (1971 explain the
nature of the T in the following terms:

The EFT is a perceptual test. The subject’s task on cach trial is to locate a previously

sceen simple figure within a larger complex figure which has been so organized as o

obhscure or emped the sought-after simple tigure. in the strictest interpretation, therefore,

scores on the EFT reflect extent of competence at pereeptual disembedding. (p. 3
The GUEFT is a group-adi nistered, 25-item test administered in theee timed sections {2, 5,
and 5 minutes cach). As already noied, the Form of the test is very similac 1o the EFT. The
imdividual must trace one of eight simple figures embedded in figures of preater complexity.
The test has been shown to be reliable (¢ 82) and is highly correlited to the BT (¢ .63

82y on the two forms. Witkin et al. (1971) highlight the methodological advantages of the
GEFT as a tool for assessing copnitive style;

tirst of all, because perceptual tunctions are easily accessible to study by objective

procedures, measures from tests of these functions have the status of "tracer clements” in

pegging level of differentiation,  Farther, the perceptual function ot disembedding
teatured in the EIT is a universal one in human cxperience and the task itself may be
made meaningful to groups of different mental levels and of widely varicd

socioeducational backgrounds, (p. 14)

The GEFT will be used in this study to provide an additional tood to quantitatively ineasure

cogaitive style and to corroborate emerging themes in the qualitative data collected.
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Conglusion
Understanding culwaral and cognitive ditferences is an important issue tor educatins. As

Shade (1982) suggests. "the avatlable evidence conid lead (o the conclusion that the difterence
in school success is aitnbutable (o the use of socioeentrie, ficld-dependent, nonanalytc
categorizing infonmation provessing strategics by many Afro-Americans” (p. 233). Shade
{1982y highlights & cntical concern tor allb interested i education; if the - ducational system is
oriented around field-independent cognitive styles, those who utilize Held-dependent cognitive
styles are placed at a disadvantage, Cohen (1969) tound that educational environments in this
country characteristically favor field-independent learning styles.  According to Cooper
(1930). teachers must learn to re opnize different cognitive styles and "they must be made
aware that such a feature comes about as students attempt to move to an ¢ducated style. Only
with such awareness can the weachers adopt the methad that will best suit the individuat

students™ (v, 49y,
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APPLENDIX A:
COGNITIVE STYLE ASSESSMENT: GREENHOUSE EFFECT

Instructions:  Please read over the following question carefully and formulate an answer.  As
you construct the answer, please carefully think about your thinking. What happens as you
think? What happens first, then what, then what, and what do you end up with? How did
you get there? How do you weigh or ¢valuate important concepts? In other words, [ am
interested not in the specific answe you develop but the step-by-step thinking process that
leads vou to that answer.

Scientists predict that the greenhouse etfect will sipnificantly alter weather patterns. Dramatic
climatological changes on earth due to the greenhouse effect are already underway. 1n tact.
Hoods that ravaged the Midwest in the summer of 1993 ofter some of the earliest proof that
the earth’s cnvironment has been altered.

This arpument assumes which of the following?

(A)  Scientists have conclusively proven the existence of a greenhouse efiect.

(I3 Floods will ravage the Midwest in the summer of 1994,

() The earth’s climate will soon begin to show signs of extreme change.

tI The Homds that occurred last summer substantiate the existence «f the preenhouse
elfect.

(b Greenhouse induced climate change threatens life on earth

44
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APPENDIX B:
COGNITIVE STYLE ASSESSMIENT: PARENTS

lastructions:  Please read over the tollowing question carefully and tormulate an answer. As
you construet the answer, please carcfully think about your thinking. What happens as yuu
think? What happens first, then what, then what, and what do you ¢nd up with? How did
you get there? How do you weigh or evaluate important concepts? In other words, | am
interested not in the specific answer you develop but the step-by-step thinking process that
leads you to that answer.

Assume that you have promised to spend Saturday night watching muavies with vour parents.
Your best triend calls on Saturday afternoon and tells you that she/he has one extra ticket to a
concert that is sold out.  In addition, you quickly fealize that the band playing is your
favorite band.  What would you do?

45
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APPENDIX
COGNITIVE STYLE ASSESSMENT: COCKROACHES

Instructions:  Please read over the following question carefully and formulate an answer. As
you construct the answer, please carefully think about your thinking. What hapnens as you
think? What happens first. then what, then what, and what do you end up with? How dd
you get there? How do you weigh or evaluate umpontant coneepts? In other words, 1 am
interested not in the specific answer you develop but the step-by-step thinking process that
leads you o that answer,

There are two cockroaches in a halt gaflon bucket.  Lvery minute, the number of cockroaches
doubles. 11 the bucket is filled in half an hour. how long is it before the bucket is only half
filled?
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